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a Preposterous Preponderance of Pins Produced”
Abstract: Sadducismus Debellatus, the 1698 account of a witchcraft trial in Bargarren, Scotland,
suggests new interpretations of witchcraft epidemiology. From late 1696 through 1697 a young
girl named Christian Shaw experienced fits, visions, trances, and even levitation. More
interesting, and decidedly the more tactile, was her tendency to demonstrate her affliction by
vomiting various items: pins, straw, warm coals, balls of hair, and pieces of dung. Previous
scholarship has dubbed this phenomena Allotriophagy, linking it to compulsive consumption
conditions like Pica, seemingly overlooking their presence in contemporary Scottish medical
literature. Furthermore, coincident accounts of stagecraft reveal numerous techniques were being
practiced to produce such effects, indicating a connection between visibility of stagecraft
magicians and the types of symptoms manifested by the bewitched. While this by no means
precludes the supernatural, or proves intentional deception, the lack of public performance
culture adjacent to trials in other areas suggests a connection. The alternate term Allotrioemesis,
suggested by this paper, shifts the focus away from the act of putting objects into the mouth, and
toward the startling effect production has upon the spectator. This shift in terminology opens
alternative avenues for tracing the development of symptoms, and their spread through
populations.
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Introduction
From the Biblical Witch of Endor to the supposed fiends menacing puritan Salem, history abounds
with stories of witchcraft.1 It seems witches are always appearing wherever people live in any numbers.2
Studying the stories of the witches can offer insight into the ways cultures viewed such varied subjects as
theology, gender, food, or even legal jurisprudence. Many historians have approached the task of examining
accounts of witchcraft through these and many other lenses, but few have focused directly on particular
symptoms. And yet, pursuing such narrow areas of focus creates numerous windows into the past, offering
insight into the personalities that experienced these events. For the historian wishing to choose a particular
symptom, the 17th century alone has any number of arresting ones to choose from. The victims of malicious
devilry experienced everything from seemingly mild predicaments, such as butter refusing to churn, to
hair-raising cases of demonic possession.3 Perhaps one of the most curious symptoms to manifest during the
final century of witch hunts in the British Isles was one which took place around County Renfrew, Scotland in
the late 1690s.4
On 12 November 1696, an 11-year-old girl named Christian Shaw began to produce numerous small
objects from out of her mouth. Such an odd symptom was not out of the ordinary for a family seeking
treatment for an extraordinary affliction: Christian Shaw was bewitched. Even before she began to vomit
objects, her parents, John and Christian, had been disturbed enough to travel to the city several times looking
for help. By the time they made their second trip to Glasgow, Christian had been suffering from swoons and
fits for months, the latter of these occurring with “such Force, that Four strong Men were scarcely able to hold
her.”5 Still, it must have felt like a significant escalation when the girl began to vomit a cornucopia of items
including pins, straw, warm coals, balls of hair, and pieces of dung. Even more alarming, no one could account
for where the objects had come from, despite the phenomenon being observed by “many witnesses” over the
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nine-month period of the girl’s affliction.6 Christian repeatedly experienced “fits” that varied from relatively
harmless bouts of mild insensibility, to thrashings that caused those around her to fear for her life. The latter
of these were so violent that “sometimes her Neck-bone seem'd to be dislocated.”7
After weeks of fits and oral expulsions of “Hay, Feathers, such like Trash,”8 Christian began to see the
cause of her maladies: witches, some of whom she recognized, were coming to her room at all hours. None of
her caretakers could see these malefactors, but Christian continued to insist that they were present. Before
long, her parents and the local constabulary became convinced that witchcraft was involved and arrests were
made. Without fail, whenever one of the accused individuals was brought into the girl’s room it would have a
negative effect on the girl. If she was in her right mind prior to the arrival it would throw her into a fit, and if
she was already experiencing one of her episodes, the entry of one of the alleged witches would be enough to
send her into new heights of thrashing and screaming. All the while these fits were routinely accompanied by
the expulsions of small objects from her mouth, of which pins were the most common.
Perhaps most arresting of all in the accounts of the girl are the multiple spiritual combats with the
Devil himself. Several times throughout her sufferings Christian Shaw was confronted with the spectre of her
ultimate adversary. She combated his advances upon her soul, and requests that she renounce her baptism, by
quoting scripture at him. Often these scriptural expostulations displayed an understanding of scripture well
beyond one of her years. Shortly after her final confrontation with the devil, the last of the witches she had
accused was arrested. Less than a week later, on 28 March 1697, Christian Shaw was pronounced cured, never
again to be troubled by the maleficarum of witchcraft.
The primary source for this hair-raising tale is the 1698 book Sadducismus Debellatus.9 The subtitle
promised “A True Narrative of the Sorceries and Witchcrafts Exercis’d By the Devil and his Instruments upon
Mrs. Christian Shaw, Daughter of Mr. John Shaw. in the County of Renfrew in the West of Scotland, from Aug.
1696 to Apr. 1697,” and the book did not disappoint.10 Even though it billed itself as a straightforward account
of the bewitchment and the resulting trial, a closer examination of Sadducismus Debellatus reveals the work of
multiple narrators.
Chief and most obviously present is the composer of the piece, a narrator with a specific theological
agenda. Published without attribution, Sadducismus Debellatus has often been credited to Sir Frances Grant,
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Lord Cullen, one of the legal experts involved in the case.11 Despite the events depicted taking place in the
Scottish legal system, this book was also presented to an English audience, indicative of the author’s
ambitions beyond a simple record of the events of a single trial. In “Last Major Witch Hunt, 1697-1700,”
Michael Wasser offers the explanation that Grant, with his close relationship to the trial as prosecutor, wrote
Saducismus Debellatus as much to speak in defense of his own actions as to educate the laity regarding
witches.12 This position is born out repeatedly in the text, as the author devotes significant space to defending
the very existence of witches, and dismissing concerns that false convictions outweigh legitimate ones: “tho'
oft-times False Witnesses set on by the Devil, have taken away an harmless Life, by accusing it of Crimes; yet
the Testimony of Witnesses must still be credited.”13 Grant’s concern was well founded: as Wasser
demonstrates in “The Last Witch-Hunt” judicial interest was moving away from belief in witchcraft. Although
soon to be decriminalized, ordinary people continued to believe in the possibility of witchcraft, something
Grant saw as a potential tool of the Devil. By presenting a record that, in his mind, proved witchcraft was alive
and well in the British Isles, Grant intended to solidify his position against witches.
While Grant’s agenda may have driven the composition and publishing of his narrative, his is not the
only voice apparent in the book. In her book The Witch in History, Diane Purkiss presents the witch as the
“blank screen onto which the fantasies of her neighbors were projected.”14 This reading of witchcraft
narratives takes into account the central role that women, both as accusers and accused, played in creating the
idea of what a witch was. This is a far cry from the mere victims, or pawns, of a nebulous gendercidal
conspiracy or post-feudal pogrom to institute capitalism that some historians have put forward.15 Instead
Purkiss recontextualizes the identity of “Witch,” as something women actively chose to create. For accusers, it
provided a modicum of control over the narratives of their lives, prioritizing their knowledge and creating
situations where they were listened to. For the accused, it could be a label they created, rather than one forced
upon them. In fact, by courting this identity women could fashion for themselves narratives of agency, power,
and even status in a world that often offered them very little.1617 When one applies Purkiss’s reading to
Sadducismus Debellatus, what emerges is a text full of the narratives created by numerous people, the majority
of whom are women. Half a dozen are accused over the course of Grant’s narrative, and some eventually admit
to witchcraft, while others maintain their innocence, but there is also another storyteller, creating a narrative
in an uncommon medium visible only in the effects it has upon those who witness it.
The central figure of Sadducismus Debellatus is Christian Shaw, the principal victim of the alleged
witches. Even if “many of those she named were known to be Persons of ill fame,” it is her sufferings that form
the basis of all following accusations.18 It cannot be stressed enough that this is a narrative in which the word
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of an 11-year-old girl is being taken as plain fact, by credulous adults. Beyond the immediate family and
servants, “who were always present with her in her fits,” Grant lists over three dozen individuals who
witnessed at least some of the events,19 among them lairds, knights, sheriffs, ministers, doctors, and judges.
Two of these individuals, medical professionals from Glasgow (Doctor A. Brisbane20 and Apothecary Henry
Marshall21), even contributed signed affidavits of their experiences. Christian Shaw must have provided a truly
compelling display of bewitchment to convince so many people. This level of belief was doubtless encouraged
by the voiding of so many small objects, providing a solid tangibility unavailable to symptoms like dreams, fits,
visions, and spectral combats. Since certainty is impossible, the historian must seek avenues of possibility. The
centrality of this symptom provides numerous hints at one such avenue.
It must be stated emphatically that the goal of the following analysis is not to provide a specific
explanation for any given phenomena. Without direct observation, and often at times even in spite of it, there
is no guaranteed way to prove a certain event is what has occurred. There is much historical precedent for
narratives of skeptical explanation, to be used as dismissive lenses when viewing accounts of the miraculous.
Witchcraft is no exception. In fact, numerous early modern pieces seek to reveal the folderal behind
bewitchment. One need only consider Wheeler‘s The Boy of Bilson or Scot’s Discoverie of VVitchcraft for two
excellent examples.2223 Scot believed that by exposing the methods used by charlatans to invoke supernatural
power, such cases could be unmasked as nothing but nonsense. However, engaging in any simple binary as the
aforementioned works do is counterproductive. By treating historical narratives as examples of one thing or
the other, the historian misses out on numerous possible avenues.
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While by no means trying to provide proof of definitive causes, this piece does seek to illuminate the
kinds of information which could be learned from approaching these sources through a highly granular lens.
By pursuing this single symptom and teasing out the different avenues of information it hints at, we can gain
insight into the ways that the people within the text may have thought about their world. In particular, it gives
insight into the mind of Christian Shaw, and the narrative she was constructing about herself as a victim of
witchcraft.

Allotriophagy: One Specific Symptom
In The Witch in History, Purkiss writes: ““In our anxiety to be sympathetic to those accused of
witchcraft, we must be careful not to muddle cruelties together, for only by retaining some sense of their
specificity can we hope to understand them and their meaning for women.”24 Much the same argument should
be made regarding the symptoms displayed by the victims of witchcraft. These too can be read as a kind of
text suggesting their own implications for the study of medical beliefs and even material culture.
Of all the symptoms manifested by 11-year-old Christian Shaw, the numerous incidents of vomiting
small objects are perhaps the most disturbing. This may be because the historian can explain various types of
bodily contortions, fits, and hallucinations by citing afflictions such as epilepsy, or blaming the delirium
caused by a fever. Compared to these however, the repeated sight of a young girl coughing up dozens of
non-food objects may leave an odd taste in the reader’s mouth.
If the scholar is seeking a greater precision when describing these symptoms, an appropriate term
must be employed. Fortunately, Richard Golden’s Encyclopedia of Witchcraft includes an entry on this very
phenomenon, dubbing it allotriophagy. Christian Shaw is a principal figure in the entry written by Gilbert Geis,
who defines the malady as “the practice, particularly common to girls and young women who claimed to be
bewitched, of regurgitating a variety of objects, such as pins, nails, and feathers.”25 After lamenting that the
word is “oddly omitted from the Oxford English Dictionary,” he points out that it derives from the Greek “to eat
that which is strange.” (More specifically it is a composite of the roots “allotrio-” meaning “Strange or foreign,”
and “phage,” meaning “people or other organisms that eat a particular food.”)2627 Geis goes on to state that
“Today, allotriophagy is often referred to as pica, a term derived from the Latin word for magpie, a bird known
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for its voracious and indiscriminate nature.”282930 Geis writes that “the cause of pica, medical texts note, is
poorly understood, though the most common explanation links it to a deficiency of iron in the body.”
This diagnosis may be somewhat erroneous however. Modern reported cases of Pica are often
centered around the consumption of metal objects, a list not always reflected in the wide variety of objects
produced in early modern texts. Of the ones surveyed for this paper, the “metal deficiency” connection is only
clearly visible in Great News’s, “Abundance of Pins, Nails, Pewter, Brass, Lead, Iron, and Tin,” which would
indeed seem to suggest a deficiency of metals.31 Pica is not even the only possible culprit; the medical
literature is rife with odd, poorly understood conditions which handily fit the “voidings” seen in early modern
witchcraft accounts. For instance, these cases could be a result of Rumination Syndrome, a rare dysfunction of
the purge reflexes in a human being. Rumination syndrome causes vomiting unaccompanied by many of the
more painful and unpleasant associated effects, with patients simply passing the contents of their stomach
back up and out of their mouths.32 While the condition is rare, it could have enjoyed greater interest in
popular consciousness during the mid 17th century, especially in light of the vogue enjoyed in that era by
performance arts like “water-spouting.”33 Such happenings would have been easy to fit into the overall pattern
of witchcraft beliefs, as Hutton has noted is a tendency with peculiar events.34 While such conditions are
remarkably rare, it is also worth noting, as Gaskill has, that so were witchcraft trials.35 Furthermore, the
condition of Pica was recognized in 17th century Scotland. Alexander Ross’s Arcana Microsomi mentions “a
discase proceeding of natural causes, as that infirmity of eating chalk, coals, dirt, tar, ashes in in maids, and
some married women, called by Physicians, Pica or Malacia, and is caused by the distemper of the phatasie,
and sour malignant melancholy humors in the mouth and concavity of the stomach.”36 Since Pica was
recognized by physicians in the area, it is notable that this is not offered as a solution in the case of Christian
Shaw.
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But if Christian Shaw’s is not a case of Pica, then what is it? Unfortunately by dubbing the phenomena
“allotriophagy,” and thereby linking it to consumption, Geis’s nomenclature precludes certain avenues of
reasoning. By using terminology which implies an intense desire to consume these objects, one risks missing a
second source of intent for their presence in the mouth. These are indeed alien objects, however their
presence is clearly a surprise to the victim voiding them as well, at least that is the narrative being presented
in these cases. Thus a better word for this phenomena would be “allotrioemesis,” a compound of allotrio- and
“-Emesis,” to vomit.3738 “allotriophagy” is too limited in its scope, as it indicates the provenance of any foreign
object in the mouth as being the work of the victim, who must be suffering from “deficiencies, mental
retardation, [or] developmental delays.”39 This diagnosis is further contradicted by the obvious intelligence of
Christian Shaw, aptly demonstrated by her ability to read from the Bible to a degree professional ministers
found impressive.40 In an era when hegemonic modes of discourse are being challenged, this linguistic
assignment of blame is unconscionable. This is why I propose the adoption of allotrioemesis as a more
accurate substitute. If Pica was a recognized condition in the 17th century, and not always associated with
witchcraft, then modern scholars should not make the same mistake.41
This nomenclatural fussbudgetry is necessary, as it reflects a distinction appreciated since at least the
1600s. The same Alexander Ross, who above noted Pica as an ailment, also listed the curious results of
allotrioemesis. These were among the peculiar productions bodies are capable of manifesting in addition to a
“Maid that voided Eels by the stool, which I conceive may proceed from a natural cause...pins that have been
voided in Imposthomes, for stones begot in the bladder and kidneys, chalk in the joins of goudy bodies, are
not so rare.”4243
Such voidings are not limited to the case in Sadducismus Debellatus, or obscure references in medical
texts. In fact, even a cursory examination of early modern sources on witchcraft reveals numerous accounts of
people beset by curious voidings. In 1686, John Tonken of Cornwall began to vomit up pins, rushes, ears of
rye, and even a piece of bramble.44 The broadsheet “Great news from the West of England” tells of two young
people (a woman and a man, both 18) who were witnessed “vomiting, or Throwing out of their Bodies, the
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Abundance of Pins, Nails, Pewter, Brass, Lead, Iron, and Tin, to the Admiration of all Beholders.”45 Similar
maladies are enumerated in “The Hartford-shire Wonder, or Strange news from VVare,”46 A Tryal of Witches at
the Assizes Held at Bury St. Edmonds,47 and “The most true and wonderfull narration of two women bewitched
in Yorkshire”48 to name but three more.
Although countless victims have claimed bewitchment through the centuries, far less have manifested
the particular symptoms that Shaw and some of the above sufferers displayed. For example, while Shaw
shares many elements of her affliction with the young girls from the Salem witch trials (fits, visions, and
attacks perpetrated by unseen spiritual adversaries) allotrioemesis is notably absent. Whereas the Salem
records do reference blood coming from the mouth as the result of “fits,” this is the only thing which is seen to
issue fourth from the victims, orally or otherwise.49 Indeed, the only other references to mouths in general
throughout the Salem records involve cattle, “wth their tounges hanging out of their mouths in a strange &
affrighting manner,” and a man with a “tett...in his mouth.”505152 This last is obviously a reference to the belief
that witches fed their demons or familiars with a sort of supernatural nipple located in an unnatural part of
the body.53 This is only a brief survey of the Salem records, but the general comparison should suffice to make
45
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the point that, even in places of remarkably similar witchcraft beliefs, allotrioemesis is not a guaranteed
symptom.
Since these curious expulsions are not de riguer, what could be their cause? One possible solution lies
in the very performative nature of allotrioemesis. The “Great admiration” “of all Beholders” witnessing these
events does seem to indicate that they were indeed an inherently theatrical thing to witness.5455 Geis certainly
sees the phenomena in this manner. He notes that it “illustrates the tendency of persons claiming to be
bewitched to duplicated behavior that they had learned was associated with such a condition.”56 In her book
Hystories, Elain Showalter refers to this concept as “symptom pools,” whereby certain manifestations of
affliction are deemed socially acceptable, while others are verboten.57 This places intense pressure upon
sufferers to produce symptoms which match the perceived litany of complaints associated with an affliction,
perhaps even to the point of faking them. Throughout Hystories, Showalter makes the case that knowledge of
an affliction can contribute to the incidences of that same affliction. For instance, she cites greater public
visibility of bulimia as actually introducing millions of young people to the practice in the first place.58
Of course, the pressure to “perform” an accepted set of symptoms is not the only type of performance
present in human life, and Sadducismus Debellatus, like all witchcraft accounts, contains numerous
performances. There are the investigators and clergymen performing as they believe rational investigators
should perform. There is Grant, presenting the book as he thinks best to reflect his theological outlook. There
are the accused witches, who at times accept, oftentimes performatively, the label of “Witch” for their own
reasons. Finally there is Christian Shaw, putting on the greatest performance of all, a bravura demonstration
of her symptoms for those observing her. Intentional or not, the actions of the various dramatis personae in
this account reflect the identities which they are always crafting. Much as Judith Butler writes of gender
having no “stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity
tenuously constituted in time — an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts.“59
Having established allotrioemesis as a symptom of bewitchment, what are we to make of this peculiar
phenomenon? As noted above regarding the creation of meaning and identity, whether the girl believed
herself to be bewitched is not at issue. What is pertinent is the fact that Christian Shaw felt the need to
conform to expectations of her symptom pool, if she was to be believed, she must therefore demonstrate the
same symptoms. The question then is one of where knowledge of these symptoms arose. For his part, Geis
believes cases of oral voiding were influenced by other bewitchment narratives, and this certainly could be
the case. As Sadducismus Debellatus makes abundantly clear, Christian Shaw was literate. This is
demonstrated by her reading of scripture during confrontations with spiritual assailants. Furthermore, she
did not even need to have read one of the above mentioned bewitchment accounts, all of which precede her
54
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own suffering, to have encountered this particular “symptom pool;” she could have merely heard other people
speaking about it.60 Finally, there is the possibility that Christian Shaw herself is not the source of the
productions at all, they could be the fabrication of the author. Grant could have incorporated symptoms he
had read about, or folded in the antics of a stage magician he had seen and deemed suitable for the
enlivenment of his narrative. Regardless of the symptom’s provenance, the reclassification of allotriophagy
into allotrioemesis allows these and other avenues to be explored.

Conclusion
While Golden’s Encyclopedia provides an excellent starting point for an overview of European
witchcraft, it proves a less than ideal resource when it comes to constructing symptom pools. If such a
resource were to be created, the information gathered could be of great use in determining the transmission
of societal ideas of witchcraft. Marion Gibson has noted the similarities in witch confessions, remarking that
these “stories suggest not factuality but generic representations of witchcraft by witches, perhaps because of
the questions asked of them and their need to respond by resisting or cooperating.”61 The suggestion is that
witchcraft confessions are essentially their own genre of narrative. This was possible because those accused
were often being led, consciously or otherwise, by the types of questions being asked. These in turn were
prone to reflect the interrogator's preconceived notions of witchcraft confession stories. A similar thread
might also be found in regards to symptoms if an appropriate taxonomy were to be produced.
Clarification of terminology is key to clarifying these symptom pools. While it is easy enough for a
scholar to substitute common words like “voided” or “passed” for “vomited,” there are less obvious
alternatives like “released,” or “produced.” In her book Findings, Mary Beaudry points out a similar issue
regarding the word “bodkin”: “any early reference to these implements must therefore be read with care and
interpreted according to the immediate context.”6263 It is only through a careful reading of original sources, in
consultation with historical usage references, that the scholar can hope to uncover the full scope of these
terminologies. Not only should this clarification be made in an effort to group synonyms together analytically,
the inverse of separating distinct categories should also be pursued. As I demonstrated, the term
“allotriophagy” is too limited in its scope, as it indicates the provenance of any foreign object in the mouth as
being the work of the victim, who must therefore be suffering from mental deficiencies or physical
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disabilities.”64 In an era when hegemonic modes of discourse are being challenged, this linguistic assignment
of blame is unconscionable. To assume that the sufferer is the only possible source of these objects risks
obscuring the exact kind of effect their production was often seen to have: that of surprising and unknown
provenance. This is why I have suggested the term allotrioemesis as a substitute.
Finally, much has been written on the psychological and religious implications of early modern witch
hunts, and their attendant interaction with stage productions, but there is still ample room for taking the
analysis in other directions.65 These new approaches are handily suggested when a specific symptom pool is
constructed and understood. For instance, in the case of this paper, focusing on allotrioemesis allows for a
survey of possible cultural influences upon the given symptom. This in turn leads to avenues of inquiry
investigating these tantalizing hints of interplay between popular entertainment culture and the performative
aspects of bewitchment. Why do some victims of witchcraft vomit up parades of small objects, while others
simply contort and see visions? What is happening in one area that is not happening in others? Could it be the
presence of stage magicians producing similar effects, which in turn influence bewitchment narratives and
symptom pools? Popular culture has tremendous power to influence witchcraft belief, as noted by Purkiss
regarding the early 16th century Miracle and Mystery plays.66 This concept was demonstrated at length in
Elain Showalter’s Hystories. Her conceptualization of symptom pools being influenced by popular culture
provides an excellent rubric for the cross-pollination in conceptualizations of suffering.67 While it is
impossible to prove that performance magicians had an effect upon the symptom pools of early modern
witches, there are ways to further explore this hypothesis. Key among them is the study of the relative
disbursement of a symptom like allotrioemesis, and the subsequent comparasin with the entertainment
options available in the same geographic area.
We may never truly know what was going on in the mind of Christian Shaw as she held an entire
community spellbound. What remains possible is the illumination to be derived from picking apart the myriad
cultural, social, and religious influences that informed the manifestations of her ailment. By training our focus
on a specific aspect, we may progress from “familiar objects toward the unfamiliar, guided along, as it were, a
chain of flowers into the mysteries of life."68
“Desiring thee to accept of my pains herein, I take my leave.”6970
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